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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this paper is to analyse the complex nature 
of practice within Artistic research. This will be done by 
considering practice through the lens of Bourdieu’s 
conceptualisation of practice. The focus of the paper is on 
developing an understanding of practice-led approaches to 
research and how these are framed by what Coessens et al. 
(2009) call the artistic turn in research. The paper begins 
with a brief introduction to the nature of practice and then 
continues on to discuss the broader field of artistic research, 
describing the environment which has shaped its evolution 
and foregrounding several of its key dispositions. The paper 
aims to not simply describe existing methodology but to 
rethink what is meant by artistic research and practice-led 
strategies. 
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...chaos is always there to serve as a foundation, the 
noise is always there to invent new music and new 
harmonies, the beautiful noiseuse always there, a horn 
of plenty whence come thousands of forms, the source 
of brilliant pictures (Serres 1983).  
 
INTRODUCTION 
The purpose of this paper is to analyse the complex nature 
of practice within Artistic research. This will be done by 
considering practice through the lens of Bourdieus 
conceptualisation of practice. The purpose of this paper is 
to analyse the complex nature of practice within Artistic 
research. This will be done by considering practice through 
the lens of Bourdieus conceptualisation of practice. The 
specific focus of the paper is on developing an 
understanding of practice-led approaches to research and 
how these are framed by what Coessens et al. (2009) call 
the artistic turn in research. The paper begins with a brief 
introduction to the nature of practice and then continues on 
to discuss the broader field of artistic research, describing 
the environment which has shaped its evolution and 
foregrounding several of its key dispositions. The paper 
aims to describe existing research methodology and to 
rethink what is meant by artistic research and practice-led 
strategies.  
Such a rethinking is required because artistic research and 
practice-led approaches are caught between academic 
research and the fields of professional artistic practice. This 
presents significant challenges for artistic researchers and 
often requires researchers to resolve what appear to be 
intractable differences. Scivener (2000), for example, 
shows that creative projects undertaken within doctoral 
contexts often have very little in common with other types 
of doctoral research. At the core of this difference he 
suggests is a resistance to reducing artistic research to the 
axiom of problem-solution. The concern is that when 
framed within the context of established modes of research, 
creative practice and the resulting creative outcomes can 
become rationalised as research instruments, obscuring the 
tacit and embodied way creative practices produce 
knowledge. Similarly Carter (2004, p10) argues that to 
conceive of the work of art as a detached datum is to 
internalise a scientific paradigm of knowledge production. 
For Carter this is wrong for science and fails to understand 
art as a social relation.  
It follows that artistic research may not aim to produce a 
hierarchy of knowledge that is isomorphically similar to 
what Schon (1987) describes as the dominant academic 
hierarchy of knowledge flowing from basic research to 
applied research to technical skills of day to day practice. In 
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some instances artistic research may invert this hierarchy 
considering how tacit, localised knowledge produced 
through practice is transformed into global, generalised 
knowledge. In other instances it may do away with the 
notion of a hierarchy of knowledge all together, descending 
into the swamp, listening to the beautiful noiseuse (Serres 
1983).  
THE QUESTION OF PRACTICE 
Every good craftsman conducts a dialogue between 
concrete practices and thinking; this dialogue evolves into 
sustaining habits, and these habits establish a rhythm 
between problem solving and problem finding. The relation 
between hand and head appears in domains seemingly as 
different as bricklaying, cooking, designing a playground, 
or playing the cello... (Sennett 2008, 9)  
Sennett (2008), in his work The Craftsman, sets out to 
liberate the practical man or woman at work from the 
stereotype of Animal laborans.1 The divide between 
technical skills (craft) and imagination or higher level 
activities attributed to Homo Faber, is for Sennet an 
artificial one. Through his work he reveals how practice 
itself becomes a critical context by showing that as 
technical ability reaches, higher levels ethical, social and 
political problems associated with making become focal 
concerns. He argues that it is the care practitioners have for 
the qualities of the things they make which leads to 
questioning and a desire to understand how practices 
generate religious, social or political values (Sennett 2008, 
p8). It is the embodied and imaginative abilities of a 
practitioner to solve problems and find new problems, 
asking both how and why, which Sennett (2008) describes a 
forming a critical praxis.  
Fry (2009) however, argues that many of our practices 
provide the means required to know of their activities 
beyond a horizon of immediate concerns (p25). He suggests 
that to develop a critical praxis requires far more than new 
knowledge and acts of will, instead it necessarily involves 
the redirection of the habitual, a change in the being of the 
practitioner (Fry 2009, p20). For Fry the recognition of the 
ontological nature of practice, and the ways practice is 
involved in self and world making, is a required step in this 
process of redirection. Such a recognition is easily obscured 
by research approaches that focus primarily on the efficacy 
of methods in relationship to the way they provide data to 
support answers to instrumentally posed questions. This 
view is reinforced when we consider practice as a research 
strategy2 within the frame of existing research paradigms. 
Contradictions and problems associated with practice-led 
research often flow from the way practice is 
(mis)understood within the context of research, and the 
resulting decisions made about what is and is not practice. 
As such any discussion on methodology, on practice-led 
research, must necessarily begin by dealing with the 
question of practice.  
Society is composed of certain foregrounded practices 
organising its normative institutions and of innumerable 
other practices that remain minor always there but not 
organising discourses and preserving the beginnings or 
remains of different (institutional, scientific) hypotheses for 
that society or for others. It is in this multifarious and silent 
reserve of procedures that we should look for consumer 
practices having the double characteristic, pointed out by 
Foucault, of being able to organise both spaces and 
languages, whether on a minute or a vast scale (Certeau 
1984, 48).  
In common use practice is understood as the repetitious or 
habitual doing or carrying out of something (OED 1989a) 
following established norms, codes and conventions of a 
field within which this doing something occurs. Such a 
broad definition is evidenced through the wide range of 
contexts in which practice is used in language. From 
medical practitioners to practising lawyers, from sports 
practice to music practice, from practicing compassion to 
religious practices, our life is framed by our practices. 
Practice is such a significant part of life that it has been a 
subject of much work in the field of social science. Here 
one key figure will be briefly introduced, that is Bourdieu’s 
notions of practice and habitus.  
For Bourdieu (1977, 1990) practice cannot be considered in 
isolation to the contexts material, social, cultural from 
which it arises. Practice, he argues, is a dialectic 
relationship between our dispositions schemes of thought, 
perception and action and a structured environment which 
both structures these dispositions and is transformed by our 
agency, i.e. material and symbolic actions. This structured 
and structuring environment he names habitus. These 
structures are our interpretation of, and what we understand 
to be, the world, which Bourdieu (1977, 72) describes as 
the material conditions of existence characteristic of a class 
condition. Bell (1992, 79) summarises Bourdieu’s concept 
of habitus as the principle by which individual and 
collective practices are produced and the matrix in which 
objective structures are realised with the subjective 
(dispositions) that produce practice. Thus we see in 
Bourdieu’s work an attempt to bridge the objective - 
subjective divide by describing the processes by which 
habitus is constituted by schemes of thought, perception 
and action through a dynamic of objectification and 
incorporation.   
The challenge for Artistic Researchers is to develop 
methodological strategies that are able to reveal the habits 
of mind and of body3, which are socially inculcated and 
constitute what Sterne (2003, 375) describes as a generative 
principle of spontaneous and creative social action. This is 
challenging because, as Bourdieu suggests, this 
spontaneous regeneration occurs almost unconsciously, 
without reflection, and as the result of a forgetting of 
history which history itself produces (1977, 78). For 
practical purposes these apparently natural habits of mind 
and body, and their social construction, can be considered 
as organising practice and take on the form of unspoken 
tacit or (socially) embodied knowledge.  
However, research which focuses on practice faces a 
second challenge best descibed by  Bourdieu. For Bourdieu, 
practice is very real, yet descriptions of practice, and of the 
actions and structures that make up practice, are merely 
theoretical constructs. To consider practice as the object of 
observation, investigation, analysis and representation is 
akin to the dialectic relationship described previously, of 
objectification and incorporation. The method and the 
object of study are both practices, which can be seen as 
constituting each other. Thus decisions regarding what is 
practice, what is the role of the observer or researcher in 
relationship to the object of study, and how is practice 
represented and interpreted, become impossibly 
intertwined. In the context of studies where the researcher is 
focusing on their own practice, which is somehow 
configured as external to the research, these decisions 
emerge from the interaction of two different schemes of 
thought, perception and action and are shaped by the fields4 
associated with both university research and the specific 
practice. As a result practice-led research takes on different 
complexions depending on these interactions, and any study 
of practice needs to reflexivly engage with both the creative 
practice which is the focus of the study, and the framing 
practices of research.  
These interactions unavoidably transform both the creative 
practice and the research practice. Thus the art of practice-
led research is to find approaches that do not see either 
deformed. The risk here is that the creative practice may be 
transformed into a research instrument and thus possibly 
becoming no longer a meaningful object of study, or the 
research practice ceases to secure claims as expected within 
the context of academic research as it has been transformed 
into a creative practice. However, creativity and research 
are far from antithetical, as Carter (2004, 7) suggests when 
he describes material thinking as a record of creative 
research and suggests that such practices can 
mythopoetically create poetic wisdom. It is this form of 
knowledge creation which proves problematic in the 
context of the modern research enterprise, which is 
grounded in rational scientific methods and values 
patentable outcomes. Artistic and creative activity on the 
other hand express knowledge through poetic, metaphoric 
or analogic figures. Yet such ambiguous figures are central 
in estranging the habitual, and thus support critical 
reflection upon habits of mind and body, and the ways 
practice is structured by the habitus from which it arises.  
EVOLUTION OF NEW SPECIES: ARTISTIC RESEARCH 
Artistic creativity and, by extension, artistic research focus 
the possibility of infinite variability within acts of 
representation and interpretation. If research in general is 
to deal adequately with human society, it needs to embrace 
those aspects of knowledge production that deal with 
human subjectivity and relationships, not as phenomena to 
be deduced and re-harnessed within human control, but 
open-endedly, as part of a process of creative construction 
and interpretation that is relative, specific to context and 
value-driven (Coessens et al. 2009, 176).  
Over the past two decades there has been an emergence of 
what could be described as a new species of research (Bolt 
and Barrett 2007), or a new paradigm as suggested by Gray 
and Malins (1993).5 This species is often referred to as 
either artistic research, creative research, performative 
research, creative practice-led research, or any number of 
other derivations.6 Haseman (2007) describes performative 
research in relationship to quantitative and qualitative 
research, while Gray and Malins (2004) position artistic 
research along side of Guba’s (1990) research paradigms 
positivism, post-positivism, constructivism, critical theory 
etc. Coessens et al. (2009) consider this new species of 
research an epistemic move, calling it an artistic turn and 
drawing parallels to the previous literary and cultural turns. 
This movement they argue is Kuhnian7, meaning that new 
vocabularies, fresh assumptions, different explanations and 
interpretations replace and reconfigure the older forms of 
looking at the world and that these differences become 
accepted by the prevailing interpreting scientific community 
(Coessens et al. 2009, 13). However, it remains to be seen 
whether these changes will be accepted by the broader 
research or artistic communities.  
To understand the practice of artistic research requires a 
brief coverage of the history of its emergence, and in the 
context of this paper this is addressed in an Australian 
setting. The emergence of this new species of research is 
intertwined with changes in the tertiary eduction 
environment. These changes involved free standing schools 
of Art and Design moving into the university or beginning 
to award higher degrees themselves. In Australia this 
occurred as part of the Dawkin’s reforms8 in the early 
1990s.9 Schon (1987) describes this movement of 
professional schools into the university as leading to a 
series of epistemic tensions, caused by the collision of the 
academic hierarchy of knowledge with the demands of 
professional practices. These tensions can be seen for 
example in the way Art and Design schools within 
universities often aim to produce practitioners at 
undergraduate levels while other disciplines have seen the 
need for postgraduate study (Bird 2000). Yet the future of 
academics and university departments is tied to research 
performance, thus necessitating a rethinking of what is 
considered basic research, and what would constitute a 
meaningful postgraduate research program for practitioners 
within the fields of Art and Design.  
This environment has been far from secure as artistic 
research, with non-text outputs, which are the primary fare 
of artists and designers, not being consistently recognised 
by the Australian government as contributing towards 
university research quantum for funding purposes. Creative 
outputs were recognised for a period of time during the 
1990s.10 Despite arguments for the continuation of this 
recognition11 the Australian government returned to 
counting only traditional monologic indicators (O’Toole 
1998) published books, refereed journals and conference 
publications in the late 1990s. After close to a decade of 
non-existence12 artistic research and non-text outputs are 
now recognised as part of the Excellence in Research for 
Australian (ERA) Initiative.13  
Over this same period of time no other field of research has 
had to continually argue for its status as research in the 
same manner as artistic research. Likewise, no other field 
has suddenly found that what was once counted as research 
is no longer considered as such for close to a decade. This 
environment has obviously been detrimental to the 
development of artistic research within Australia. It has 
shaped the form and practice of artistic research and 
distracted artistic researchers from both their practices and 
from establishing an understanding of artistic research in its 
own right. More significantly this policy environment has 
meant that between the late 1990s and 2010 the value of 
creative work within the university has only ever been 
secured by its ability to generate publications recognised as 
part of the Higher Education Research Data Collection 
(HERDC). Likewise, the majority national and international 
cometative funding sources for artistic practice/research, for 
example Australia Council for the Arts, State Government 
arts funding, public art commissions and so forth, are not 
listed on the Australian Competitive Grants Register 
(ACGR), and are only recognised as research funding 
through secondary mechanisms.  
The influence of this singular policy on structuring the 
development of artistic research should not be overlooked 
when considering the way artistic research and practice-led 
approaches have developed over the same decade. It has 
determined access to capital and resources within the 
university system, informed research agendas, influenced 
staffing discussions of universities and hence shaped the 
profile of Art and Design schools, as well as shaped the 
disposition of academics and research students who pursue 
artistic research activities. Similarly the movement of Art 
and Design schools into the University is possibly the major 
factor in the growth of creative practice-led PhD’s and 
University based artistic research activity.  
MUTANT OFFSPRING 
Evolving within this particular environmental niche, artistic 
research can be best understood as a mutant offspring. Its 
parents a mix of quantitative research in the sciences and 
technology, qualitative research with its lineage in social 
science and fields such as anthropology, ethnography, 
psychology, media communications and technology studies, 
and professional creative practices.  
Artistic research is often contextualised with regards to the 
zeitgeist of its birth and developmental years. For example 
the post-modern and post-structuralist critiques of power, 
representation and knowledge construction that led to the 
triple crisis of representation, legitimation and praxis within 
research.14 Artistic research is a mix of pragmatism, 
theories of experiential learning, social constructivism, 
phenomenology and aesthetics. It is shaped by the work of 
the likes of Schon (1983) and often employs his reflective 
techniques. It draws upon action research strategies, 
specifically latter forms including participatory and 
emancipatory action research15, and action inquiry. Here we 
begin to see the genetic markers of artistic research, 
however it is the way these express themselves in 
relationship to the environment which can be understood as 
a specific instance of artistic research and accounts for the 
wide variation within the field. It is this variation in 
phenotype16 that underwrites artistic research’s capacity to 
generate personally situated knowledge and new ways of 
modeling and externalising such knowledge while at the 
same time, revealing philosophical, social and cultural 
contexts for the critical intervention and application of 
knowledge outcomes (Barrett 2007, 2). Thus a reading of 
artistic research does not present as teleology towards a 
unified theory, but rather reveals a practice which is 
continually reframing problems, generating new ideas and 
exploring different modes of representing knowledge as 
well as alternate ways of thinking and being.  
However this mode of research is not without problems. 
One problem facing artistic research is captured by 
Jewesbury (2009) who expresses concern over the ways 
artistic research is often forced to rationalise subjective 
judgements in order to meet the demands of incompatible 
research models. He suggests that at its worst this results in 
the production of dull, process-led art, illustrative in the 
worst way of concepts and arguments, [which] is promoted 
by university-linked galleries and in an internally-circulated 
round of theoretical publications, entirely at a parallel to 
any kind of art mainstream however we might define that. It 
is critiques such as this which motivate the search for 
alternative frames of reference for artistic research, as seen 
in Coessens et al. (2009). This is a necessary activity 
required to ensure that this new species survives and finds a 
place within the broader field of research while remaining 
meaningful in relationship to both studio based teaching 
and external fields of practice.  
These tensions are slowly being overcome as artistic 
research matures. Over the past decade artistic research has 
begun to develop a discourse of its own, which can be seen 
in the increasing number of published texts on the subject, 
for example Strand (1998), Hartwig (2004), Hannula et al. 
(2005), Bolt and Barrett (2007), Sullivan (2009), Smith and 
Dean (2009), as well as conferences and journals 
addressing artistic research methods such as Working 
papers in Art and Design Research, Art&Research: A 
Journal of Ideas, Contexts and Methods, and Studies in 
Material Thinking to name a few. Likewise, maturity of the 
field is also seen in the way artistic research has begun to 
seek out new frames of references. Coessens et al. (2009), 
for example, look at the ways practicing artists have 
engaged in forms of research by considering artists like 
Cage, Klee, Fabre, and Kaprow as case studies. They are 
specifically interested in the ways the activities of the 
second manifestation, such as Klee’s sketchbooks and 
Cage’s writings, possess a particular communicative 
potential which presents new thinking that extends beyond 
idiosyncratic, individual modes of production (Coessens et 
al. 2009, 23). Ultimately this shows that there is a rich 
history of artists striving to understand what it is that is 
crucial for them to grasp in furthering their work (Coessens 
et al. 2009, 114) - which can be drawn upon by artistic 
researchers to establish approaches that resonate with the 
field of practice.  
While Coessens et al. (2009) present an argument for the 
artistic turn in research, writers such as Wilson (2002, 19) 
argue that both traditional research and creative practice are 
similar in that they are cultural acts that construct 
artifactualities. Haraway (1988) follows a similar 
constructivist line showing how scientific research produces 
highly situated knowledge and can be considered as a text 
and power field and thus can be subject to post-structuralist 
critique in the same manner as the outcomes of artistic 
research. Wilson (2002) argues that both types of research 
make questionable truth claims and attempt to create 
privileged positions, but in reality participate in the system 
of symbols and narratives that shape the culture. From this 
perspective any claims to knowledge should necessarily be 
made with a degree of humility. This is not a negative 
critique, but one that recognises the culturally situated 
nature of all practices of knowledge creation, and the 
extreme difficulty of presenting with certainty any claims to 
knowledge. This recognition prefigures, and is required to 
understand, a world where both realist ontologies and 
socially constructed knowledge coexist.  
CRITICAL PRAXIS 
Art is not a self-contained activity in the sense that it is 
disconnected from the ways in which the natural and social 
worlds function. Art, however, is not a window onto these 
worlds, a mode of their representation or exploration: it 
does not take the place of social or political analysis or 
philosophical speculation. Rather, it is where intensities 
proliferate themselves, where forces are expressed for their 
own sake, where sensation lives and experiments, where the 
future is affectively and perceptually anticipated. Art is 
where properties and qualities [...] take on the task of 
representing the future, of preceding and summoning up 
sensations to come, a people to come, worlds or universes 
to come. Art is intensely political, not in the sense that it is 
a collective or community activity [...] but in the sense that 
it elaborates the possibilities of new, more, sensations than 
those we know (Grosz 2008).  
Many descriptions of artistic research share a focus on not 
just making and the improvement of techniques but on 
developing a critical praxis. Freire (1970, 51) describes 
praxis as reflection and action upon the world in order to 
transform it. In this context artistic research is often 
involved in processes of social change, considered as an 
agent of change and source of understanding about real life 
(Faculty of Fine, Applied and Performing Arts, Gothenburg 
University n.d.) or as disrupt[ing] the status quo and 
allow[ing] us to explore new scenarios as well as the ones 
that exist (Chris et al. 2007). Thus taking on a critical 
perspective, reflexively conscious of the ways poises turns 
into praxis and holds potential for transforming habitus, is 
central to the development of a robust artistic research 
practice. Kagan and Kirchberg (2008, 18) describe the 
extent of reflexivity when they suggest that for artistic 
research necessitates an all-out reflexivity about ourselves 
in the widest sense (from individual routines to social 
institutions to power networks). Such reflexivity points to 
the development of a critical praxis.  
It would be easy to consider that this focus on critical praxis 
might not be so for the more efficiently orientated fields, 
like design with its assumed focus on problem solving 
within the existing social and economic regimes. However, 
Wodiczko (1998) argues that design should not be 
conceived as symbolic representation but as a performative 
articulation focused on social change through interrogation 
of, and intervention in, existing social situations (1998, 17). 
This is an ethos that is prevalent within the fields of critical 
design, as practiced by Dunne (1999, 2001) to Artistic 
practices such as those of artistic researchers like 
Jerimejenko17 or Armstrong.18  
This is more than simply employing artistic methods 
(instrumentally) for effective purposes, but instead 
constitutes a critical exploration of the generative 
possibilities of (creative) performativity. Artistic research 
does not simply operate within the established mechanism 
of performativity, which Butler (2000) described as the 
reiterative power of discourse to produce the phenomena 
that it regulates and constrains. Instead, artistic research is a 
critical intervention, a rupturing of forms and significations 
circulating in the social field (Guattari 1995, 130). It is 
primarily concerned with the dialectic relationship between 
practice and habitus, or the way both practice and the 
resulting expressions transform the habitus from which it 
gains its significance as an act. From this perspective the 
reflexive disposition of praxis underwrites artistic 
research’s capacity to generate new possibilities for 
thought, practice and expression beyond the bounds of 
established performative norms. Thus it generates new 
knowledge through transforming and affecting not just the 
field of practice but also subjectivity and social 
relationships.  
This approach to research implies a new landscape, a new 
range of epistomological and ontological positions - which 
are not present in previous quantitative or qualitative 
paradigms. These are vested within the embodied, local, 
contextual and complex nature of human practice what we 
do, and the emergent thinking about action that results from 
action. The potential of artistic research lies in its ability to 
generate specific local forms of knowledge and ever-new 
ways of presenting, and representing knowledge. Its 
epistemic disposition holds redirective potential by 
remaining open to possibilities and by placing value on 
envisaging alternate possibilities beyond those prefigured 
by the structuring of habitus, or performatively by any 
ordained cannon of knowledge. It is here that the uncertain, 
ambiguous epistemological stance of the artistic researcher 
becomes generative, operating ontically within a 
hermeneutics of practice. This is a necessary 
methodological disposition for those who are concerned 
about the ways both practice and expression present 
possibilities for thought.  
PRACTICE LED RESEARCH 
Artistic research, and practice-led approaches, do not 
always aspire to produce new generalised theory or 
patentable new knowledge. Instead, such forms of research 
produce knowledge through practice itself, what 
Tonkinwise (2008) describes as being-there making. Such 
approaches to creating knowledge are described by Carter 
(2004) as a form of material thinking, by Bolt (2004) as 
materialising practices and by Sennett (2008) as material 
consciousness. The significance of which is captured by 
Hayles (2005, 243) when she says what we make, and what 
(we think) we are coevolve together. Similarly Sennett 
(2008, 8) agues for the importance of material cultures and 
claims that people learn about themselves through the 
things they make. Practice-led research attempts to 
formalise this process by establishing the methods for the 
conduct of research in order to provide structures for the 
emergence of knowledge.  
Through the practice of creating, of making, there is a 
movement from nothing to something; from the speculative 
to the determined; from the unknown (or only partially 
known) to the known (Cox 2009, 7). This movement we 
might call poiesis, from the Greek pois meaning to make, 
create or produce (OED 1989b) which (Heidegger 1977) 
describes as a bringing forth, as a revealing of the 
concealed. Such forms of activity, like life itself, exist on 
the edge of the known and involve uncertain and turbulent 
thinking. Knowledge emerges from the combined activity 
of hand and head, through an engagement with the 
materials of practice, and by way of encountering problems 
within the localised and situated complexities of practice. In 
this setting practice is not only guided by embodied tacit 
knowledge gained through a habitual practicing, but by 
pursuing the unexpected turns and directions that emerge 
through creative practice. As Barrett (2007, 3) argues, the 
outcomes of artistic research are necessarily unpredictable. 
These unpredictable outcomes are then crystallised in the 
expressions that are submitted for examination - a written 
exegesis and a series of creative works for example.  
Until recently, one was of the opinion that the history of 
humankind is the process whereby the hand gradually 
transforms nature into culture. This opinion, this belief in 
progress, now has to be abandoned. It is in fact becoming 
more and more apparent that the hand does not leave 
informed things, as it were, alone but that it continues to 
wave them about until information contained within them is 
worn down. The hand consumes culture and trans- forms it 
into waste. [...] Human history, then, is not a straight line 
leading from nature to culture. It is a circle turning nature 
to culture, from culture to waste, from waste to nature and 
so on. A vicious circle (Flusser 1999, 90).  
Practice-led research has an undeniable focus on what 
Serres (1983, 59) describes as how forms are born from the 
unformed. These forms can be considered as both the 
creative products of practice-led research as well as the 
resulting new forms of knowledge. Flusser sees this process 
as the transformation of nature into culture. While Schon 
(1987, 22) argues that the ability of a practitioner to guide 
the emergence of form does not depend on our being able to 
describe what we know how to do or entertain in conscious 
thought the knowledge our actions reveal. As such, most 
approaches towards practice-led research involve the use of 
reflective techniques, very often informed by reflection 
(Schon 1983), which are employed to reveal the otherwise 
tacit knowledge of practice. The insights such a reflection 
may provide, as outlined by for example Polanyi (1966), 
may guide a critical praxis through the raising ethical 
questions which express a care for the way practices are 
involved in self and world making, as seen in Sennett 
(2008).  
Practice and reflection upon practice occur within the 
structuring of habitus, and are influenced by the fields 
within which each occurs. As a result our processes of 
reflection can become easily guided by habitual modes of 
thought, framed by instrumentally posed questions and 
limited by our horizon of immediate concern the 
phenomenology of the studio experience, the aesthetics of 
the our creations, or the immediate social relationships 
figured around practice and artefact for example. Thus one 
strategy for redirecting practice-led research might see the 
artist researcher mindfully extend their reflective processes 
to include the structuring background upon which practice 
and re- search stand.  
The artist or designer working to preserve their creative 
vision in face of the resistance of materials and the forces 
and politics of social situations is a common feature of 
practice- led research narratives. Yet for practice-led 
strategies to engage with the ontological nature of practice, 
as both structured and structuring, requires a reflection 
which is sensitive to attempts to valorise artistic and 
research activity. Such an approach requires a critical 
reflection that extends beyond the horizon of immediate 
concerns. As eloquently illustrated in Ihde (1990, 193) the 
notion of a gather world [with all the] ambiguity and 
complexity of the wider situation[s] is left occluded by 
narratives of practice. To understand practice requires an 
exploration of the dimensions of practice as gathering. A 
gathering in terms of thinking, the drawing together of 
ideas, concepts, language, images into forms of expression 
as well as a gathering in terms of the movement of 
materials and people across space and time. This practice of 
gathering, of bringing together, involves an array of minor 
practices which Certeau (1984, 48) points out are a silent 
reserve of procedures [which are] able to organize both 
spaces and languages, whether on a minute or a vast scale. 
In the context of practice-led approaches to research many 
of the minor practices are simply taken for granted, are part 
of the structuring habitus, and often left unaccounted for in 
presentations of practice-led research.  
The old master hasn’t cut or trimmed his uncertainty, he 
has let the possible abound. He goes up the slope, back in 
time, precipitously, he grows younger. Such a worker is 
born old and dies young; he reverses time. You can 
recognize the thinker by the way he goes from the truth to 
what is possible. As life goes from repetition to negentropy. 
Mortal time flows down the tree; the time of creative work 
goes straight up. This tree abounds everywhere in profusion 
(Serres 1983, 53).  
For practice-led research to be a viable strategy not only 
requires a critical reflection on the nature of practice, but 
more importantly a disposition that remains open to change, 
new possibilities. This stance can at times be at odds with 
the rationalised trajectory of research, which moves from a 
question surrounded by possibilities and uncertainties to a 
known answer whereby the researcher has, to paraphrase 
Serres (1983) trimmed away the uncertainty. That which is 
simply repeated habitually needs to be reviewed as Serres 
(1983) captures in a metaphor of life, simple repetition is 
unsustainable in the face of entropy, yet life sustains itself 
through a creative reproduction that remains open to ever 
new possibilities, evolving in symbiosis with the 
environment that supports its continuation.  
ENDNOTES 
1. Sennett takes this term as well as Homo Faber from 
Arendt (1958)  
2. Following the way Denzin and Lincoln (2005) describe 
research design.  
3. Bourdieu uses the term body hexis to describe these 
habits of body, which are similarly informed through our 
interaction with a structuring environment.  
4. Bourdieu defines field as a structured space of positions 
in which the positions and their interrelations are 
determined by the distribution of different kinds of 
resources (1991, p14).  
5. Also see Malins et al. (1995) and Gray and Malins 
(2004)  
6. For brevity I am going to use artistic research  
7. Referring to Kuhn (1970)  
8. Specifically the introduction of the Unified National 
System (UNS) of university education.  
9. Similar changes occurred in the UK, Europe and North 
America.  
10. Creative outputs were recognised as research quantum 
under Category H: Design and Category J: Creative Works 
in the 1990s.  
11. Such as those presented in Strand (1998) Research in 
the Creative Arts.  
12. Specifically in terms of government recognised 
contribution towards research quantum  
13. Such outputs were also included in the Research Quality 
Framework (RQF) introduced by the Howard 
Liberal/National Coalition government, but were not 
officially counted before the replacement of the RQF 
scheme with the Rudd Labour government’s ERA initiative.  
14. See Gray and Malins (1993) for a pictorial mapping of 
artistic research and Denzin and Lincoln (2005, 19) for 
details of the triple crisis.  
15. Traced to the work of Kurt Lewin (Reason and 
Bradbury 2001).  
16. Following the formula genotype + environment [+ 
random-variation] = phenotype.  
17. See for examples Jeremijenko’s Environmental Health 
Clinic: http://www.environmentalhealthclinic.net/ 
18. See Armstrong’s artistic research at 
http://embodiedmedia.com/ 
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